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Research Evidence

Recent studies identify after-school features 
associated with program success:

Birmingham, Pechman et al., on features of high 
quality programs (2005)
Vandell et al., on features and outcomes of high 
quality programs (2004-07)
Durlak & Weisberg on S.A.F.E features (2007)
TASC (Reisner et al. 2004) and Chaput et al. 
(2004) on youth participation 
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High Quality Program Features

High quality programs are characterized by
these features:

Offer rich learning opportunities
Emphasize mastery and skill building
Nurture strong, intentional relationships
Support staff development
Are led by effective managers
Create sustainable relationships
Recruit and enroll large numbers of youth who attend 
regularly
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Learning Opportunities

Respond to youth interests
Academically based activities expand students’
interests through hands-on projects, research, 
community outreach, literacy and math activities as well 
as homework help
Arts, crafts, and performance (theater, music, dance) 
opportunities stimulate creativity
Structured and unstructured recreation offers healthy, 
competitive experiences and fun

Promote a “feeling of family” to develop social 
engagement and self-esteem
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Activity Features

Activities build social alliances, self-esteem, and 
motivation to achieve in school

Leaders seek dynamic, engaging activities that 
differ from regular school day

Participants may choose among activities they 
value

Staff help youth connect to friendship networks
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Mastery and Skill Building

Build skills without neglecting mastery
Use curriculum-guided academic activities 
(Developmental Studies Centers’ Kidz Lit/Kidz 
Math, ERS’s Conflict Resolution, Putamayo’s 
Passport to Success)
Help staff connect with small groups
Enable teaching specialists to individualize 
assistance to struggling learners
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Strong and Intentional Relationships

Staff listen to and talk with participants about their 
interests and needs
Community-based staff share participants’
language and culture
Staff and participants feel a kinship and have fun 
together
Program and school align expectations
Staff model caring, positive language, and 
personal respect
Staff welcome families to join program activities
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Attention to Staff Quality

Program directors…

Hire staff who are committed to the program’s mission 
and vision
Train and support staff with program orientations, 
lesson planning, and staff development 
Pair certified teachers and specialists with youthful 
colleagues to develop curricula and model effective 
teaching
Include visiting artists and recreation specialists to 
ensure strong content and skill building 
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Knowledgeable Managers

Effective program managers know how to work the 
system by …

Embedding the after-school program agenda into 
targeted spheres of influence within the 
community

Aligning their programs with community priorities 
and values  
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Sustainable Partnerships

Directors promote…
Strong provider/school/program relationships
Employment of school-day staff in the after-school 
program
On-the-ground authority for site-level directors to 
make decisions
Flexibility in use of space, resources, support 
personnel 
Support for administrative and fiscal tasks
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Enrollment and Regular Attendance  

Quality is most likely when:

Program recruit participants actively

Large numbers of youth enroll

Youth attend regularly each week and continually 
throughout the year 

Reisner et al., 2004
Chaput et al., Harvard Family Research Project, 2004
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Staff Supervision

Directors supervise staff attentively.  They …

Orient staff to the program and meet regularly

Support continuous lesson planning, mentoring, and 
professional development

Supervise staff through feedback and evaluation

When the program jells, it’s because the staff are really listening 
and working together.

Program Director in Birmingham et al., 2005
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Savvy Management 

Knowledgeable managers…

Secure support from sponsoring partners
Control day-to-day program operations 
Train and supervise staff 
Connect with families 
Evaluate what works and what does not
Implement change as needed
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DISCUSSION: 
What strategies do you use to promote…

Program quality
features?

Staff quality features?

Youth opportunities?   

Youth
Opportunities

Staff Quality

Program Quality
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New Research Synthesis

Durlak & Weissberg’s rigorous analyses found positive effects of after-
school programs that used evidence-based training approaches, 
including activities with ….

A developmental focus
Attentive to the readiness of children and youth 

Opportunities for both personal and social skill-building 
Support for self-control, problem-solving, and resistance skills 
through youth-to-youth collaboration, youth-staff mentoring 

Academic components 
Different from school but engaging, sequenced, and skills-
based
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Quality Criteria from New Synthesis

Process criteria 
Sequenced sets of activities designed to achieve skill 
objectives 
Active learning strategies

Content criteria 
Focused on developing personal or social skills
Explicit set specific and clear learning goals



Policy Studies Associates, Inc.

Mutually Reinforcing Social and 
Academic Activities

A growing body of research indicates that 
interventions that promote personal and 
social skills also result in improved 
academic performances. 

Durlak & Weissberg, 2007

We’re focusing on the academics, but it’s not 
the be-all and the end-all of the program  
We’re [really] focusing more on the 
humanistic side…

Program Director, 
Birmingham et al., 2005
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S. A. F. E.  Activities

Sequenced (build on one another to achieve 
goals)
Active (offer hands-on practice and application of 
skills)
Focused (develop personal and social skills)  
Explicit (set specific and clear learning goals)
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Youth-Adult Relationships

Be respectful and have fun.  If the kids aren’t 
having fun, they’re not going to learn.

Program Director 
Birmingham et al., 2005

Are youth talking with us and with their friends?
How do we build imaginations?
Do we give permission to let minds wander?
Is there time to talk and have fun? 
What questions do we ask youth to grapple with?
Are we sharing ourselves?
Are we listening?
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DISCUSSION
Are your program offerings S.A.F.E.?

Cognitive and academic enrichment

Arts, culture, and community engagement

Physical and healthy development

Activity
Sequenced

(inter-connected)

Active
(hands-on 

practice and fun!)

Focused 
(builds personal/

social skills)

Explicit 
(goals are 

specific & clear)

Perform CATS

Kidz’ Lit

Volleyball Competition
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Cognitively and Academically
Rich Activities
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Cognitively and Academically
Rich Activities

Literacy – Kidz Lit
Mathematics - Kidz Math
Writing newsletter for the program
Writing and making books
Shared reading
Cognitive games (Scrabble, Chess, Go)
Surveys and research
Science experiments
Portfolios or journals
Youth planning councils
Conflict resolution 
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Arts, Culture, and Community 
Engagement Activities
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Arts, Culture, and Community 
Engagement Activities

Writing and performing plays
Learning to play musical instruments
Learning and performing culturally specific dances and drills
Working with media (paints, clay, cameras, video production)  
Showcasing performance skills
Attending community cultural events
Conducting community service projects
Participating in city explorations
Multi-family celebrations/fairs
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Physical and 
Health-promoting Activities  
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Physical and 
Health-promoting Activities

Learning new sports (tennis, skating, rock climbing, 
running/hiking)
Playing pick-up games in traditional sports (basketball, 
baseball, and soccer)
Participating on competitive sports teams
Learning to cook healthy foods
Fashion/design programs that emphasize healthy eating
Girls and boys discussion groups 
Team building
Studying about health risk factors and prevention
Hosting family sports events
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Quality IS Worth the Effort



Policy Studies Associates, Inc.

Short-term Effects of Quality

Improved relationships with peers and adults 
(WCER/PSA)

Increased program engagement, as indicated by 
consistent and prolonged program attendance (TASC, 
2004; Durlak & Weisberg, 2007)

Heightened levels of achievement motivation (Vandell et 
al. 2007; Granger & Kane, 2005)  
▪ School attendance
▪ Positive classroom behaviors
▪ Homework completion
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Longer-Term Effects of Quality

Improved school attendance (LA’s Best and TASC 
evaluations) 

Stronger school achievement and  interpersonal relationships 
(WCER, and PSA/TASC studies) 

Better work habits and lower risk behaviors  (WCER/PSA; 
Godfredson et al. )

Lower incidence of dropping out (LA’s Best evaluation)

Better educational choices (PSA’s Citizen Schools evaluation) 

Persistent quality yields longer-term benefits for youth:
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What Can Communities Do? 

High quality programs, based on community needs, occur 
when . . .

New resources are targeted where they are most needed

They touch young people and families who need support 

They integrate sustainable networks of community-based 
school, family, and after-school services

(Premise of 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
Program)
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What Can Program Leaders Do?

Create thick webs of community-wide support  . . . 

Recruit and retain youth over time

Deliver high-quality S.A.F.E. activities

Connect youth and families to networks of support

Manage programs professionally (staff, training, feedback 
loops)

Monitor implementation and assess outcomes 

Strategically engage communities in support of youth
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When I was little, I had a park and 
someone to help me.  I’m here 
because these kids don’t have that, 
and I felt I could make a difference.

Program Director
Birmingham et al., 2005

Keep on making the difference!
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